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W.T. (Bill) Tutte—in memoriam
When the idea of this workshop was first broached Marc Noy and I did not really
envisage that Bill Tutte would come. However, he not only came, but gave a superb lecture,
the contents of which are contained in this volume.
I first encountered Bill when I spent the fall of 1969 at Waterloo. It was there, when
I attended his graduate course on graph theory, that I first encountered his particularly
elegant style of lecturing. He invariably began with very simple concepts and then, via a
series of simple steps, concluded with a deep and comprehensible theorem. It was almost
like watching a magician. The entire lecture would be delivered in a gentle, unhurried and
calm manner.
At that time I was particularly interested in matroid theory and was trying to explain the
relationship of his treatment of matroids with that of Hassler Whitney in 1935. In particular
I was trying to get to grips with his 1965 paper ‘Lectures on Matroids.’ Those who know
it will testify both to its difficulty and to what some would describe as the perversity of its
notation. One day I asked Bill whether he intended that his concept of ‘atom’ in a matroid
should correspond to a circuit or cutset of a graph. Both interpretations made sense (by
matroid duality) but I was trying to get into the way his mind worked. His reply was typical
Tutte—a whimsical, “Well, it depends on the reader,” which left me no wiser.
Bill and his wife Dorothea, to whom he was devoted, spent the Trinity Term of 1973
in Oxford where he was Visiting Research Fellow at Merton College. This is where I got
to know him reasonably well. I recall many conversations featuring the chromial (as he
called the chromatic polynomial) and its 2-variable extensions: the dichromatic polynomial
which he introduced in his paper ‘A ring in graph theory’ in 1947 and the dichromate
which he introduced in his paper ‘A contribution to the theory of chromatic polynomials’
in 1953. The two polynomials are essentially the same but have subtle differences in that
usually the dichromate has smaller coefficients. Curiously, at that time Tutte seemed prone
to refer to the dichromate in conversation while his written work concentrated more on the
dichromatic polynomial. It is the dichromate that we now call the Tutte polynomial and
which is the theme of this workshop.
It meant a great deal to us that Bill agreed to attend the workshop. He gave a really
beautiful and instructive lecture and altogether seemed as happy as I had ever seen him.
My wife Bridget enjoyed talking to him, and coming back from Barcelona on the train she
asked him how he felt having a polynomial named after him. He gave her his shy smile and
said, “Well, it is rather nice. . . .”0196-8858/2003 Published by Elsevier Inc.
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and will be recorded elsewhere. It is our pleasure that he seemed to enjoy the meeting so
much and our sadness that he is no longer with us.
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